MANCSCRIPTS

21

THE DOLL
by Greg Shelton
It was a rather ordinary doll; I don't know why I hated it or when
the intense tension began to build between it and me. My only daughter was still an infant when she was given the doll. Always it has been
intensely frustrating for me to try to remember who gave her the
wretched thing. I sometimes think it was my great aunt who has since
died. Died. My whole world has died. And it is with increasing certainty that I can pinpoint the disaster to that doll. If only that doll
had never been made!
I think perhaps I did not really hate the doll the first time I saw
it. But I found it grotesque. Yes, at least grotesque the first time I
saw it. It was rather like any other baby doll, small and cuddly with
arms made of soft rubber and a cute face with eyes that open and
close. The first time I looked at it, the eyes must have been closed.
Then the doll was tilted up and I saw them. The eyes. Somewhere in
the manufacturing of this devil doll a mistake had been made that
placed in the rubber eye sockets those unhuman eyes. When I first
perceived this malformation, I decided at that very moment to destroy
the doll. Not out of hate. Not yet. But as I reached to take the doll
from my darling's crib, she woke up a little and pulled the doll to her.
Let the child sleep with it, I thought. Tomorrow, when she is interested in another plaything, I can take the doll to destroy it.
Now it occurs to me that I should have snatched it immediately
from the sleeping infant. She never would have missed it, not then.
But the mistake had been made. I do not know, nor could I figure
out at the time why she loved that one particular doll so much. The
fact is she was never without it. It occurred to me that she might have
taken pity on its hideous face, but then she did not know it was so
grossly distorted. Maybe by its constant companionship with her, she
began to think that those cursed eyes were the proper visual instruments for the human creature and that none of the live human beings
lived up to the perfection· of the features of her doll. Maybe the doll
represented her lost mother. For it was shortly after her birth that
my wife met a most tragic fate. Her mother was virtually burned alive
in a horrible auto crash. Death by fire. It was the kind of death she
feared most. Fire.
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It seems to me now that it was shortly after the tragedy that I
first noticed the doll. Who was it that gave my sweet child such a
cursed thing? It must have been Aunt Clare.
I remember at first I tried to lure my daughter away from the doll
with other dolls and stuffed animals. But she would always clutch her
doll as she investigated her new playthings. After a few minutes with
her new toy, she would again devote her entire attention to the devil
doll. Her room was filled with hundreds of unused toys. Shelves
were lined with every kind of doll imaginable, dolls that could walk
or talk. Dolls that were three feet tall. Dolls that were tiny. Dolls
that could splash and sing and burp and wet. But she never paid any
attention. I even bought her a doll just like her devil doll, except with
normal eyes. I thought maybe she was going to accept this doll, but
when its eyes opened, revealing a beautiful set of azure eyes, she immediately lost interest.
My daughter did not learn quickly. Though the nanny and I
spent a good deal of time in trying to teach the child rudimentary
speech, she had not spoken a word. My concern grew. I took the
child, now over two years old, to a specialist. Rigorous testing was
done to determine wherein her speech problem lay. The physician
reported-no physical defects. She should be talking in monosyllables
at least. Throughout all the tests my daughter clutched that beastly
doll. She would not let it go. The doctor noticed this affection of
hers for the doll. He suggested that the child be weaned from the doll
in an attempt to encourage her to grow up. He said the doll might be
some kind of psychological crutch for her.
But my daughter and the doll were inseparable.
Each time I
would try to take it away, the child went into a frenzy. She was almost
hysterical each time I would approach her and that doll. The doctor
warned me not to use force in trying to get the doll. When I told him
of her reactions he suggested that she should perhaps keep the doll if
she were that dependent on it. Even with this warning, I kept trying
to pry the damned thing away from her. No success. I curse Aunt
•
Clare for ever giving it to her.
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One evening, I came home a little earlier than usual. As I passed
my daughter's room, I heard a voice from behind the closed door. The
nanny was downstairs in the kitchen, so I knew it could not be her. I
eased my way up to door and listened. It sounded like a child's voice.
Maybe it was the playmate for my daughter, the girl next door. I
opened the door a crack to peer in. To my surprise my daughter sat
there talking to that doll! In complete sentences. Although she was
only three and a half at the time, she was talking as well as any six
year old. I rushed up to her and embraced her.
"My darling.

My darling."

"Don't ever take my doll away," were the first words she ever
spoke to me. In my jubilance, I promised her that I would never try
to take away her doll. From that time on she would speak when she
was spoken to. But she never did initiate a conversation.
At last my extraordinary child was ready to start school. By this
time, the doll was little more than a rag. Its right arm had been amputated and resewn on the doll at least six times. Its garments were
filthy, but my girl would never allow the tattered clothes to be mended
or cleaned. The only things that remained the same were those penetrating eyes that I loathed. Even at this age, my daughter was never
without that doll. My contempt for the thing grew as it became more
and more ragged and malformed. Often I would try to talk her into
letting me throw the doll away and get her a new one. But when I
talked like this, she again became dumb. Weeks would pass without
her talking. So I gave up. She was due to outgrow this doll soon
anyway, I assured myself.
I had planned a celebration at the end of her first week of school.
The nanny, my daughter, and I were going to have a cookout. The
dear nanny had laid the fire, but she had piled too many logs on it
causing a bonfire much too wild to cook on. Since it was unseasonably
cold, our group retired to the house to let the fire die down a little.
The telephone rang. Her teacher had called to tell me to make my
girl leave that doll at home. Or else she was going to have to talk to
the principal. It seemed my daughter was causing a disturbance with
that devil doll, and the other children were upset by it. I told her she
would not have to worry any more.
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"I shall get rid of it tonight," I promised.
My daughter had heard nothing of this conversation for she was
in the corner talking with that doll. I walked over to her and smiled.
"The time has come for you to grow up, my dear. You are no
longer a baby. It's time you should cast off your baby things." And
I took the doll. She offered no resistance, but only glared at me.
"If you hurt her," she said in a dull monotone, "you will be the
one who will suffer."
At last I had that doll in my hands. I remember thinking that I
would like to cut those plastic eyes out of its head. I had hated-maybe feared-that doll for so long. My memory becomes very confused
at this point. I must have gone into a kind of frenzy as I now realized
that my next conscious thought was watching the doll melt in the fire
that the nanny had prepared. It seemed to me that the eyes were the
last remnant of the doll to succumb to the lively flame. I returned to
the house for a drink.
I assumed myself that my daughter was playing the brat and had
decided to have one of her speechless fits. I chose to ignore her now.
I just wanted to relax with my drink.
Burning, burning, I again saw the doll burning. Its arms and
legs wriggled as if it were striving to free itself from the flame. (She
fell across the steering column and the horn honked loudly. Then the
explosion. I ran from the car. I couldn't help her. After all, I had
to save the baby, didn't I? The baby first, then her. But now it was
too late. Oh, God, let her get free. If someone would take the baby,
I know I can ... I know.)
The scream awoke me. At first I thought it too was a part of this
recurring nightmare. But I heard the scream again. I rushed outside.
The only illumination was from the fire. From its glow I saw the
nanny scream again, then collapse to the ground. As I rushed up to
help her, I saw it. On top of the bonfire curled up in a fetal position
was the body of my only daughter. The eyes of the flaming corpse
were open.

